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The UN Millennium Development Goals with Respect to Water:
Prospects for Achieving Them

The United Nations Millennium Summit was held in September 2000. It produced the
Millennium Declaration which set out a long list of values, principles, and goals for improving
the condition of mankind at the turn of the centuryl. Following the Summit, in 2002, the
Millennium Project began, fueled by the international community and the UN Secretary General
Kofi Annan. This Project highlighted, in a more tangible way eight goals together with targets
and indications for reducing world poverty, hunger, and disease that have come to be known as
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGS)2. These quantifiable goals and targets were agreed
to by 189 countries of the international community3.
The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are as follows. The first goal is to eradicate extreme
poverty and hunger; the second, to achieve universal primary education; the third, to promote
gender equality and empower women; the fourth, to reduce the child mortality rate; the fifth, to
improve maternal health; the sixth, to combat HIVjAIDS, malaria, and other diseases; the
seventh, to ensure environmental sustain ability; the eighth, to develop a global partnership for
development4 .
Each of the eight Goals has its own respective Targets to be met and each are equally important,
however Goal 7: ensure environmental sustainability, Target 10: improve access to safe drinking
water and sanitation, is of particular interest because several of the other Millennium
Development Goals are dependent upon its success. For example, poverty cannot be eradicated
and the women around the world who travel miles each day to access water cannot gain equality

1 "Implementing the Millennium Development Declaration: The Millennium Development Goals and the
United Nations Role." United Nations Department of Public Information: October 2002.
www.un.org/millenniumgoals/MDGs-FACTSHEETl.pdf; Internet
2"About the UN Millennium Project". Millennium Project: Commissioned by the UN Secretary-General
and Supported by the UN Development Group, 2006. www.unmillenniumproject.org/who/index.htm;
Internet.
3 "Core MDG Documents". Millennium Project: Commissioned by the UN Secretary-General
and
Supported by the UN Development Group, 2006. www.unmillenniumproject.org/policy/policy03.htm;
Internet.
4 "Goals and Targets". Millennium Project: Commissioned by the UN Secretary-General
and Supported by
the UN Development Group, 2006. http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/goals/goals02.htm#goa17;
Internet

unless water and sanitation are available to all. Target 10 strives to halve, by 2015, the proportion
of the population without access to safe drinking water and sanitations.
The United Nations Development Group (UNDG) was placed in charge of keeping the MDGs at
the forefront of international discussion. The UNDG has representatives

in nearly every country

to assist in advocating for progress and educating the world's people about the importance of
advancement6•

The specific responsibility of monitoring Goal 7 Target 10 has been placed upon

the United Nations Children's Foundation (UNICEF) and the World Health Organization
(WHO). These two organizations combined have formed the Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP)
to facilitate the measurement of Target 107•
Monitoring of water and sanitation goals is very difficult to quantify. Specific numbers about the
quality of water at the point of consumption and the correct maintenance and use of sanitary
facilities are not currently within the reach of the JMP8. Instead, progress is determined by
whether or not people in a given area are using improved drinking water sources and improved
sanitation facilities9• Improved drinking water sources are categorized as household connections,
public standpipes, boreholes, protected wells, protected springs, and rainwater collection.
Conversely, unimproved drinking water sources are described as unprotected wells, unprotected
springs, river and ponds, vendor-provided

water, bottled water, and tanker truck water.

Improved sanitation facilities are categorized as connections to public sewer systems, connections
to septic systems, out-flush latrines, simple pit latrines, and ventilated improved pit latrines. On
the other hand, unimproved sanitation facilities are described as public or shared latrines, open
pit latrines, and bucket latrines10• The JMP uses the year 1990 as the start from which progress
toward Target 10 is monitored to maintain conformity with other UN Millennium Project

"Goals and Targets", 2006.
"Implementing the Millennium Development Declaration: The Millennium Development Goals and the
United Nations Role", 2002.
7 "Meeting the MDG Drinking Water and Sanitation Target: A Mid-Term Assessment of Progress - The
Joint Monitoring Programme" UNICEF, WHO. http://wWw.unice£org/wes/mdgreportJmonitoring.php;
Internet.
8Roberto Lenton, Albert Wright, and Kristen Lewis, Health, dignity, and development: what will it take?
(Sterling, VA, 2005), 28. UN Millennium Project Task Force Report on Water and Sanitation.
http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/WaterComplete-lowres.pdf; Internet.
9 "Meeting the MDG Drinking Water and Sanitation Target: A Mid-Term Assessment of Progress Definitions of Indicators" UNICEF, WHO. http://www.unice£org/wes/mdgreportJdefInition.php; Internet.
10 "Meeting the MDG Drinking Water and Sanitation Target: A Mid-Term Assessment of Progress Definitions of Indicators"
5
6

documents that nearly all use 1990 as the year from which to begin reportingll.
specified its goals as

Uto

The JMP has

monitor progress toward the cornmon goal for water, to monitor the

trends and programs ongoing in each country, to help countries acquire the capacity to accurately
monitor progress, and to keep countries informed about the status of their overall progress12.

U

In order to meet the goal of halving the population without access to improved drinking water
sources, 6.4 billion people must have access to clean water by 201513. Currently, 5.2 billion people
have access, and the number is slowly growingl4. In 1990, the first year of measurement,

77% of

people worldwide had access to improved drinking water sources. By 2002, 83% of people
worldwide had improved drinking waterl5. The greatest progress has been observed in South
Asia, where India has been making significant improvements.

Here, since 1990 coverage has

increased from 71% to 84%16. Overall, the number of people with access to improved drinking
water sources has grown more than 90 million per year since 1990; however, population growth
is very burdensome when trying to reach this goa1I7•
Including the aforementioned population growth issue, there are several obstacles in the way of
making significant progress towards the global drinking water goal. In sub-Saharan Africa, an
area of concern, it has been determined that coverage only extends to 58% of peoplel8. In order
for Africa to meet Target 10, countries must triple the rate of progress that they experienced in
the 1990s19. Northern Africa, on the other hand, has achieved a high level of coverage20. Similar

11Lenton, Wright, Lewis,Health, dignity, and development: what will it take?, 31-32.
12Ibid., 33.
13 "Progress towards the Millennium Development Goals", 1990-2005. Department of Economic and
Social Affairs: Statistics Division, 11-13. http://unstats.un.org/unsd/mi/goals_2005/Goal_7_2005.pdf;
Internet
14"Progress towards the Millennium Development Goals" 1990-2005. 11-13.
15"Meeting the MDG Drinking Water and Sanitation Target: A Mid-Term Assessment of Progress Progress Towards the Drinking Water Target" UNICEF, WHO.
http://www .unicef.org/wes/mdgreport/progress.php; Internet.
16"Meeting the MDG Drinking Water and Sanitation Target: A Mid-Term Assessment of Progress Progress Towards the Drinking Water Target"
17Ibid.
18"Progress towards the Millennium Development Goals" 1990-2005: 11-13
19 "The Millennium Development Goals in Africa: Promises and Progress" UNDP and UNICEF.
New
York: June 2002: 21. http://www.undg.org/documents/246Theflillennium _Development_Goals_in_Africa_Progress _and_Promises_-_The_MDGs_in_Africa.pdf;
Internet
20"Millennium Development Goals: Progress Chart" UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs and
UN Department of Public Information. September 2005: 2.

http://unstats. un.orgiunsd/mi/pdflMDG%20Chart%20Sept. pdf; Internet

to sub-Saharan Africa, the region of Oceania is also doing rather poorly in efforts to meet the goal
with only 52% currently using improved water sources21.
In Asia, 93% of people living in urban areas are covered for improved drinking water sources;
however, in rural areas the coverage level is only at 75%22. The most highly problematic areas in
Asia are Afghanistan, Mongolia, Cambodia, and Laos23. Some areas in Asia, like China, have
actually experienced a reversal in progress24. In China, where coverage was once 100%,
population growth and other issues have caused coverage to decrease to 92%25. In other Asian
territories, like India, coverage has risen significantly. Nepal has also seen great improvements
with coverage increasing from 64% in 1990, to 87% in 2000. Despite the success observed in India
and Nepal, and slow improvements made elsewhere, if the current trend in Asia continues, the
region will miss Target 1026.,
In Europe and Central Asia, 90% of the population is covered by improved drinking water
sources. In this region, by 2015,4% more of the population is expected to gain coverage27. The
problems that are being experienced here are not a result of inability to access an improved water
source, but instead the quality of the water within that source and the regularity of water being at
the source28. The most significant problem in Central Asia is water infrastructure collapse. The
majority of the region does not have the means to maintain infrastructure,

and so would benefit

greatly from policies to strengthen and maintain what they already have in place to manage
water. If these measures are taken it would prevent the constant cycle of progress gained and
subsequently lost29.

21"Progress towards the Millennium Development Goals" 1990-2005: 11-13. This number includes
Australia.
22"Promoting the Millennium Development Goals in Asia and the Pacific: Meeting the Challenges of
Poverty Reduction" United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP):
2004. www.unescap.org/LDC&POVERTY/MDG%20Asia%20Pacific.pdf; Internet.
23"Promoting the Millennium Development Goals in Asia and the Pacific: Meeting the Challenges of
Poverty Reduction" 2004.
24"Millennium Development Goals: Progress Chart" 2005: 2.
25"Progress towards the Millennium Development Goals" 1990-2005: 11-13.
26"Promoting the Millennium Development Goals in Asia and the Pacific: Meeting the Challenges of
Poverty Reduction" 2004.
.
.
27"Meeting the Environmental Millennium Development Goal in Europe and Central Asia" The WorId
Bank. June 2003: 10.
http://lnweb18.worIdbank.org/eca/Ecssd.nsf/ECADocByUnid/I9071D426DDC9 AEE85256D2D00414B2C
/$FILElMeeting%20the%20Env%20MDG%20in%20ECA%20-%20Full%20Document.pdf; Internet.
28"Meeting the Environmental Millennium Development Goal in Europe and Central Asia" 2003: 10.
29 Ibid., 10.
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30"Pacific Islands Regional Millennium Development Goals Report - Goal 7: Ensure environmental
sustainability" UN/CROP Working Group: November 2004.: 1.
31Ibid.
32Ibid.
33Downes, Andrew S, Downes, Doris A. "The Millennium Development Goals in Eastern Caribbean: A
Progress Report" December 2003: 5. www.undp.org/rblac/targetsIMDGCaribbean.pdf;
Internet.
34Downes, "The Millennium Development Goals in Eastern Caribbean: A Progress Report" 2003: 34.
35Ibid., 38.
36"The Millennium Development Goals in Arab Countries - Toward 2015: Achievements and Aspirations"
UNDP. New York: December 2003.17.
37lbid.

using unimproved sources38• In other parts of the world, like Western Asia and Oceania, the
situation has even begun to worsen due to the inability of countries to keep up with their
population growth, and thus, the amount of people being forced into urban slums. Slums are not
the only problem when it comes to providing adequate sanitation, however.

People in hard to

reach rural are~ are also suffering - as well as people who have been displaced for any of a
multitude of reasons39•
In Europe and Central Asia, sanitation coverage is 93% for the region. By 2015 it is predicted to
reach 95.1%. In this region the problem in reaChing complete coverage appears to be highest in
urban areas due to lack of maintenance40•

These urban areas have a very high rate of connection

between the population and the sewage system; however the systems have largely been allowed
to deteriorate to the point of inefficiency. For example, in Kazakhstan 59% of sewage treatment
plants do not meet standards for maintaining adequate sanitation41•
The Caribbean Islands have experienced some major increases in sanitation levels, along with
some moderate to poor increases. Antigua, St. Kitts, and St. Vincent have all increased from 50%
coverage in 1990, to 96% coverage in 200()42.Barbados now reports coverage at 82%. Less of an
increase was seen on the islands of Dominica and St. Lucia which each gained about a 10%
increase since 1995, putting their coverage level around 50% each43•
There is much more that needs to be done in order to meet Target 10. Sub-Saharan Africa is by
far the largest problem the world is facing when it comes to collectively meeting the target. 2.6
billion people in the region are still without sanitation and the progress there is slow 'at best44.
The problems in sub-Saharan Africa could prevent the world from meeting Target 10 by half a
billion people. To halve the number of people without access to these facilities, sub-Saharan
Africa needs to gain access for 75% of its population.

Currently, the region is only at 58%, up 9%

from 1990-200245• This 9% was gained over a twelve year period. With progress nearly at a stand

"Progress towards the Millennium Development Goals" 1990-2005: 11-13.
Ibid., 11-13.
40 "Meeting the Environmental Millennium Development Goal in Europe and Central Asia" 2003: 9.
41 Ibid., 18.
42 Downes, "The Millennium Development Goals in Eastern Caribbean: A Progress Report" 2003: 38.
43 Ibid., 38.
44 "Meeting the MDG Drinking Water and Sanitation Target: A Mid-Term Assessment of Progress Progress Towards the Sanitation Target"
45 Ibid.
38

39

still today, sub-Saharan Africa is not on track46• The obstacles in the area are mainly politics and
population. There is political instability causing conflict and preventing sufficient efforts to focus
on the importance of water47• The rate of population growth in Africa is very high, making it
difficult to keep up with developing access to water and facilities for all of these new people. The
region has trouble providing these resources to its current population, never mind the daunting
task of trying to provide it to all of its newcomers48•
Globally, to meet the sanitation target, 900 million rural and 1 billion urban dwellers need
improved sanitation facilities49• Over half of those without coverage reside in China and India.
The hardest problems to overcome are found in South Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, West Asia,
Eurasia, and Oceania and these problems have put these countries way off targetSo• As
aforementioned, population growth is a very serious hindrance in the move towards greater
access to improved sources and facilities. According to UNICEF, population growth in the
coming years will result in goals that are "seven times harder to achieve" as we move closer to
the deadline of the projectS1•
The good news is that the world appears to be on target for meeting the goal of halving the
number of those without access to improved water sources. Only a few areas are expected to
miss the improved drinking water target: sub-Saharan Africa, Oceania, and some regions of
Asias2• Enough progress has been made globally to offset the insufficient progress in these areas,
and so the aspiration of halving the population with access to safe drinking water is predicted to
be met53• The bad news is that the world is very far from meeting the sanitation target. If the
current trend holds true, the outlook is grim54• As opposed to the improved drinking water
achievements, only a few areas are expected to meet the sanitation target. Those include, and are
limited to, North Africa, East Asia, and South East Asia. All other regions are expected to miss
the target based on current trendsSs•

Ibid.
Ibid.
48 Ibid.
49 Ibid.
50 Ibid.
5l Ibid.
52 "MillenniumDevelopmentGoals:ProgressChart" 2005: 2.
53 Ibid.
54 "Progresstowardsthe MillenniumDevelopmentGoals" 1990-2005: 11-13.
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"Millenniwn Development Goals: Progress Chart" 2005: 2.

